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Abstract 
 
Research tells us that education provides a backdrop for the real world. However, 
students need to practice and practice what is learnt. This research presents how an 
innovative learning project utilising real life clients for undergraduate students, and 
determined that students gained real life learning skills and experiences. Male 
students were significantly more likely than females to agree that real life projects 
helped them develop strong powers of understanding and reasoning skills. Female 
students were significantly more likely to agree that the project helped them develop 
their interpersonal skills. Experiences gained were that real life projects added value 
and exceeded their expectations, the role that the students played was useful and the 
project was real, gaining tangible benefits. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Communication is generally regarded as the most important and recognised skill for 
graduates to develop during learning (Thomas and Busby 2003). The ability to 
communicate effectively, develop critical thinking skills and problem solve are 
crucial needs for students (McLarty 1998). There has been a strong trend toward a 
more active and experiential learning model, away from a traditional instructional 
focal point to a more learning focus (Barr and Tagg 1995). 
 
This research presents an innovative learning project utilising real life clients for 
undergraduate students, and determining what students felt they had gained from 
using real life clients. Firstly we will discuss real life learning, then research questions 
and methodology, concluding with our findings and future research.  
 
 
Real life learning 
 
Experiential learning theory or ‘theory of experience’ defines learning as ‘the process 
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’ (Kolb, 2004 
cited in Hunter, 2007). When combining this learning method with ‘real life projects’ 
can engage students in cognitive process that enables students to accomplish tasks, 
discover team dynamics, communication issues in organisations, frustrations that 
accompany work as well as rewards and satisfactions of the real world. Real life 
projects also provided the student something to put in their resume (Hunter, 2007). 
 
There are many benefits associated with client-based projects, for the client and 
student. Students receive a hands on learning experience, which facilitates active and 
experiential learning (Gremler et al 2000; Razzouk, Seitz and Rizkallah 2003). It 
cultivates problem solving, critical thinking, teamwork and communication skills, all 
very necessary and relevant in industry (Barr and McNeillin 2002; Kennedy, Lawton 
and Walker 2001). Realism is enhanced within the classroom (Razzouk, Seitz and 
Rizkallah 2003) and it can motivate students as their recommendations may be used 
in a real context (Fox 2002; Goodell and Kraft 1991).  
 
Oral and written communication, decision making, and creative thinking abilities are 
essential to the future success of students. But the students also require skills 
applicable to industries, such as communication, marketing research and teamwork 
skills to be attractive to employers (Smith, 2004). 
 
Research tells us that education provides a backdrop for the real world. However, 
students need to practice and learn how to learn  (Elam and Spotts 2004). By 
providing real world projects can allow this to occur, as students are actively involved 
with the experience and can reflect on what they have gained. Moreso, it may be the 
first step in changing the culture which is conductive to learning (Ayas and Zeniuk 
2001). Students need to be motivated through relevant coursework, learn specific 
skills and knowledge to qualify for jobs and then find employment (Smith, 2004). 
 
Critically reflecting on empirical evidence relies on the clarity about the nature of the 
interpretation, which relies on common sense regarding evaluating the evidence 
(Freshwater and Avis 2004). Qualitative researchers critically reflect on their practise 
(Freshwater and Avis 2004). It may require that we break from our old habits, and go 
to new levels of reflective practice effectiveness as we break paradigms (Covey 
1989). And finally, reflection is fundamental to learning which provides a basis for 
future action (Raelin 2001). Specifically, this unit required students to conduct an 
integrated marketing plan for a real life client. Experiential learning can occur if a 
person can learn cognitively, affectively and behaviourally with regard to knowledge, 
skills and attitudes in a learning situation (Hoover and Whitehead 1976).  
 
 
Our research questions were:  
 
RQ1 - Determine what learning skills students gained from undertaking real 
life projects; and 
 
RQ2 - Determine what experiences students have gained from undertaking 
real life projects. 
 
 
Method 
 
Data was collected over three semesters within an Integrated Marketing 
Communications course at Queensland University of Technology, where students 
undertook real life projects. Our sample consisted of 202 undergraduate students, 
where 70 percent were females.  
 
A survey was undertaken drawing on questioning from previous works by McLarty 
(1998) and Thomas and Busby (2003). Two major questions were asked, the first 
question asked whether students had felt if they had developed certain skills and the 
second explored different experiences gained from the real life project.  
Using a 5 point Likert scale, students needed to rank whether they either strongly 
agreed (1) or strongly disagreed (5) or was not applicable to what particular skills they 
had gained from the project. Sixteen skills were listed in the first question including; 
being competent, gaining confidence, being creative, level of dedication, enthusiasm, 
flexibility, gaining intelligence, maturity and leadership skills, motivation levels, 
perception, personality, professionalism, if this project helped with their qualifications 
and finally, reliability.  
 
Question 2 was a nominal yes/no answer, and asked how students felt regarding their 
experiences. These looked at aspects such as the role that students played, 
expectations, various aspects of positive experiences including improving certain 
skills, and what challenges existed and how they overcame these. Please see Table 2 
for a complete list of experiences. 
 
 
Results 
 
Although the sample was skewed towards females, male students (M = 2.32, SD = 
.86) were significantly more likely than females (M = 2.64, SD = .93) to agree that the 
real life project helped them develop strong powers of understanding and reasoning 
skills t(195) = -2.288, p = .023). Female students were significantly more likely to 
agree that the project had helped them develop their interpersonal skills, X² (1, N = 
196) = 5.536, p = .019. All the skills are significantly correlated to each other. See 
Table 2 for further information. 
 
 
Students rated their experiences and the highest percentages were found to be that real 
life projects added value and exceeded their expectations, both with 90 percent. The 
role that the students played and that the project was real and useful rated at 88.9 
percent. And finally the students gained tangible benefits from the real life project (84 
percent). 
 
Table 1 – EXPERIENCE (frequencies and percentages are of YES responses) 
 Frequency: male 
Percent 
of 
males 
Male 
N 
Frequency: 
female 
Percent 
of 
females 
Female 
N 
Overall 
frequency 
Overall 
percentage 
Overall 
N 
Chi-
square df Sig 
Role 56 93.3 60 120 87.0 138 176 88.9 198 1.722 1 .189
Expectations 55 91.7 60 124 90.5 137 179 90.9 197 .067 1 .796
Tangible 53 89.8 59 112 81.2 138 165 83.8 197 2.284 1 .131
Teamwork 44 73.3 60 102 75.0 136 146 74.5 196 .061 1 .805
Research 44 73.3 60 94 68.1 138 138 69.7 198 .539 1 .463
Time mgmt 42 70.0 60 101 73.2 138 143 72.2 198 .212 1 .645
Comn skills 45 75.0 60 114 82.6 138 159 80.3 198 1.531 1 .216
Real / useful 54 91.5 59 120 87.0 138 174 88.3 197 .837 1 .360
Confidence 38 64.4 59 73 53.3 137 111 56.6 196 2.077 1 .150
Management 46 76.7 60 107 78.1 137 153 77.7 197 .050 1 .824
Emotional 40 66.7 60 91 66.4 137 131 66.5 197 .001 1 .973
Chal – time 44 73.3 60 112 81.2 138 156 78.8 198 1.533 1 .216
Interpersonal 42 70.0 60 115 84.6 136 157 80.1 196 5.536 1 .019
Added value 53 88.3 60 127 92.7 137 180 91.4 197 1.009 1 .315
We compared the differences between the three semesters by a one-way ANOVA 
which revealed significant differences between the semesters in confidence, F(2, 198) 
= 3.196,  p = .043. Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni t test revealed that 
students in semester 1, 2005 rated confidence gained on the project significantly than 
did students in semester 2, 2005. This could be due to this semester having money 
donated to the winning group and working with a real advertising agency to get their 
creative ideas up and running. Please see Table 2 for full results. One limitation could 
be that the majority of our sample was females. 
 
 
Table 2 – Comparing skills results across semesters 
 
S1, 
05 
N 
S1, 
05 
Mea
n 
S1, 05 
Std 
dev 
S2, 
05 
N 
S2, 
05 
Mea
n 
S2, 05
Std 
dev 
S1, 
06 
N 
S1, 
06 
Mea
n 
S1, 06 
Std 
dev 
F df Sig 
Commitment 76 2.22 .888 57 2.39 1.048 69 2.28 .968 .470 2, 199 .625 
Competence 75 2.21 1.004 57 2.49 .984 69 2.41 .896 1.478 2, 198 .231 
Confidence 75 2.33 .920 57 2.77 1.018 69 2.46 1.065 3.196 2, 198 .043 
Creativity 75 2.32 1.029 57 2.46 .983 69 2.49 .994 .589 2, 198 .556 
Dedication 76 2.18 .934 56 2.57 .951 69 2.36 1.029 2.563 2, 198 .080 
Enthusiasm 75 2.37 .997 57 2.54 1.070 69 2.55 .993 .691 2, 198 .502 
Flexibility 76 2.28 1.015 56 2.43 .892 68 2.46 .871 .769 2, 197 .465 
Intelligence 75 2.44 .990 57 2.65 .855 69 2.55 .883 .853 2, 198 .428 
Leadership 72 2.51 1.075 56 2.46 1.008 69 2.43 1.091 .100 2, 194 .905 
Maturity 74 2.43 .893 55 2.58 .917 69 2.42 .847 .616 2, 195 .541 
Motivation 75 2.37 .851 57 2.49 1.002 69 2.67 .902 1.866 2, 198 .157 
Perception 75 2.15 .982 55 2.38 .782 69 2.39 .878 1.690 2, 196 .187 
Personality 75 2.47 1.082 56 2.54 .990 69 2.43 .915 .161 2, 197 .851 
Professional 74 2.31 1.019 56 2.66 .859 69 2.36 .785 2.690 2, 196 .070 
Qualification 75 2.25 .974 55 2.58 .994 69 2.49 .964 2.035 2, 196 .133 
Reliability 73 2.38 .952 57 2.49 .805 68 2.63 1.050 1.215 2, 195 .299 
 
 
 
Findings 
 
As for our research questions, we found that: 
 
RQ1 – Students did gain learning skills from undertaking real life projects 
varied and; 
 
RQ2 - Experiences students gained from undertaking real life projects 
included adding value, expectations were met, the role that they played within 
the group and for the client was found to be beneficial and useful and tangible. 
 
 
While this research shows that using real life clients was beneficial in some ways for 
students over two semesters, more research needs to be conducted to determine other 
abilities that students need when they graduate. It is widely known that developing 
critical thinking skills and problems solving abilities is crucial and undertaking live 
projects is beneficial for adding weight to the resume (Hunter, 2007) 
 
The many benefits associated with client-based projects, while facilitating active and 
experiential learning (Gremler et al 2000; Razzouk, Seitz and Rizkallah 2003). It 
cultivates problem solving, critical thinking, teamwork and communication skills, all 
very necessary and relevant in industry (Barr and McNeillin 2002; Kennedy, Lawton 
and Walker 2001).  
 
Students agreed that confidence and interpersonal skills were enhanced which agrees 
with previous work by Razzouk, Seitz and Rizkallah (2003). It appeared to motivate 
students as their recommendations were used in a real context (Fox 2002; Goodell and 
Kraft 1991). Some students developed their ideas further with a real agency. Overall, 
project such as these in this research were seen by students as real and useful. And 
finally the students gained tangible benefits from the real life project 
 
 
 
Conclusions and future research 
 
Kolb defines experiential learning as “a process whereby knowledge is created 
through the transformation of experience” (p. 38, 1984). Undertaking real life projects 
allows students to experience firsthand what it would be like in industry and what to 
expect once they have graduated. Cultivating cognitive development is an important 
aspect of education and leadership of change. It also requires that lecturers see things 
from multiple perspectives; namely students, educational and industry. 
 
Challenges however of real life projects depend largely on the extent to which 
students reflect on them and the extent to which they take understandings derived 
from an academic context and relate these to work. There are benefits from students 
being challenged to consider the relations between theoretical studies and work-based 
experiences. Real life projects have the potential for making the theoretical dimension 
less abstract and more authentic for the students and can encourage deeper learning 
(Smith et al, 2007). 
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